These men, along with their now better-known contemporaries Mahler, Richard Strauss, and the young Schoenberg, composed with a dazzling harmonic palette that still has the capacity to amaze and astonish. So complex was their musical language and so seemingly recondite their chordal grammar, that late twentieth-century
students of harmony generally make a detour around their compositions, dismissing them as either symptomatic of a dissolution of eighteenth-century harmonic tonality or characteristic of an emerging twentieth-century German expressionism. But to paint someone like Karg-Elert as either a decadent hanger-on or a half-baked revolutionary does little to illuminate his art. We should remember that Mahler's reputation dwelled in that same netherworld for much of this century. To better understand the harmonic language of the one is to better round out om picture of the other.
The title of Harrison's book refers to the two concepts that are central to any discussion of this now almost secret chromatic art: function and dualism. Though the concepts necessarily intertwine, let me first address "function."
In his Cours de composition musicale (5th ed., Paris: 1912) , Vincent D'Indy committed to print the lectures which he had given at the Scola Cantorum during the late 1890s. He remarks that "since the time of Hauptmann, research into the theory of harmony seems to have been concentrated almost exclusively in Germany" (p. 139). Thus D'Indy draws many of his guiding harmonic principles from the writings of Hugo Riemann, "professeur de musique a l'universite de Leipzig" who, though capable of a literary style "assez aride," "has made great progress as concerns concepts of tonality, tonal function, and the esthetic import of the chord" (pp.
141-42). For a French composer in the first decades after the national humiliation of the Franco-Prussian War to draw attention to his German sources may seem odd.
Yet the respect of French instrumental composers for the musique savante of the great German tradition transcended national chauvinism and helped to disseminate German music theory more widely than many appreciate today.
In part, adopting German theory seems to have been a culturally neutral "technology transfer" directed toward bringing the French science of harmony up to date. Yet there was also much in Riemann that gave voice to notions already widely held about relationships between tones (Tonverwandschaften). A long-standing Gallic tradition, championed by Fétis in particular, singled out the scale degrees 1, IV, and V as the "cordes tonales," as the tones that define the tonality. I mention this to point out how Riemann's thesis that any triad suggests one of three (and only three) harmonic categories-tonic, dominant, or subdominant-did not come out of thin air or out of remote eighteenth-century sources (e.g., Daube). As Riemann himself emphasized in his Geschichte der. Musiktheorie im IX.-XIX. Jahrhundert, his "doctrine of the tonal functions of harmonies is nothing but the further development of the Fétisian concept of tonality. The tenacious relationship of all harmonies to the tonic has found its most pregnant expression imaginable in the designation of all chords as more or less strongly modified manifestations of the three main pillars of logical harmonic structure: the tonic itseif and its two dominants" (pp. 389 ff.). It was hence not entirely tautological for D' Indy, after presenting Riemann's precepts as basic harmonic truths, to recommend to his readers Riemann's Musik-Lexikon, where they would find "quite a number of new observations on relationships between tones. . . all in perfect accord with the harmonic and tonal theory presented in the preceding chapters" (p.142).
During the last decades of the nineteenth century, as the example of D'Indy amply demonstrates, "function" rapidly emerged as a pan-European term in harmonic parlance and its usage far outstripped the reach of Riemann's own vigorous advocacy.
Good harmony became synonymous with "functional" harmony. Bad harmony became, by inference, dysfunctional (though "inorganic" was as likely a pejorative).
Ironically, in North American usage "functional" harmony became synonymous with the harmonic tonality of Bach or Mozart, while the difficult harmony of those late nineteenth-century composers who actually knew what Riemann meant by the term is now often deemed "nonfunctiona." Professor Harrison limits his book to a careful survey of German-language texts. Yet "functional" harmony remains a pervasive concept of music theory in any language.
As a system for reducing the variegated appearances of actual chords to three universal categories, functional harmony had broad appeal wherever harmony was taught. As a system for expanding the universe of chords and chordal connections, functional harmony was taken up mainly by "modern" German composers. In either of its guises-as a reductive or a generative system-the grand idea of a threefold psychological or spiritual response to tones had to confront the mundane mechanics of fitting the many appearances to the few categories (or vice versa).
Fashioning the proper engine for this task was a continuing problem for Riemann and remains difficult for Harrison or anyone attempting functional analysis today.
With each assertion of functional equivalence one would hope simultaneously to satisfy constraints imposed by a host of interlocking musical domains: the perceived melodic tendencies of individual tones, the perceived unity of the triad as an element in harmonic relationships, the statistical regularities of chord successions, the acknowledged homologies between the major and minor modes, the traditional tolerance for slightly differing chords in a particular syntactical slot, the theoretical distinctions between harmonic tones and nonharmonic tones, the joint memberships Dualism is a term that describes a general class of precepts needed by a functional harmony to produce categorical identities from apparently distinct chords.
At its heart is the methodological move of positing symmetries. As D'Indy put it, "The tonal functions of a chord are thus of three types, and strictly symmetrical between the two modes" (p.109). Harrison does a good job of describing these symmetries: major/minor, sharp/flat, authentic/plagal, dominant/subdominant, and so forth. And he notes that their existence is a matter apart from attempts to explain their origins. Riemann's first efforts at explaining them relied on suggestions of undertones-the mirror twins of overtones. That explanation has been a sore point for Riemann's critics. Yet just as a culture is neither valid nor invalid when judged by the plausibility of its creation myths, so dualist symmetries are neither valid nor invalid by virtue of tales telling how they might have arisen.
Dualist theories of harmony differ in their emphases on specific symmetries. Some focus on chords, others on cadences, some on accidentals, others on scale degrees. Harrison's emphasis on scale degrees recalls a mild form of D'Indy's conceit that "musically, chords do not exist, and harmony is not the science of chords. The study of chords per se is, from a musical point of view, completely in error esthetically, for harmony comes from melody and ought never to be separated Professor Harrison is not the first among a younger generation of scholars to have taken up a reexamination of nineteenth-century harmony. But this major statement, informed as it is by thorough familiarity with the musical repertory and harmonic theories of the day, places him in the forefront of that group, and ought to encourage still others to follow his lead.
